



Why Has British Education Gone So Wrong, 















It  is  the  title  of  a  long  editorial  published  in The Times Higher Education 
Supplement of	8	June	1984.	At	the	time,	Mrs	Thatcher	was	Prime	Minister	













First	 publication:	 “Why	has	British	 educati-
on	gone	so	wrong,	and	why	can’t	we	stop	the	
rot?	Popper’s	nightmare”,	Hurly­Burly (Intl. 
Lacanian Jnl of Psychoanalysis),	 (1)	 May	
2009,	 pp.	 185–192.	 Reprinted	 here	 by	 kind	
permission of the author.  
**
This	paper	was	originally	 a	 speech	given	 in	
London on 20 September 2008 at the “Rally 
of  the  Impossible  Professions:  Beyond  the 
False	Promises	of	Security”.	I	was	invited	to	
speak  for  30  minutes.  The  text  has  been  li-
ghtly edited for this publication.
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“The	holistic	planner	overlooks	 the	 fact	 that	 it	 is	easy	 to	centralize	power	but	 impossible	 to	









a	Tory	 offensive	 against	 intellectual	 dissent.	 For	what	 from	 the	 top	 of	 the	
system can appear nothing more  than a sensible administrative policy may 























est.	 If	doctors	want	money	 to	be	 spent	on	health,	 that	 is	 just	because	 they	
want	 to	get	 richer.	Words	 like	responsibility,	 judgment	and	 trust	are	only	a	
smokescreen.  Just  as  the  government  must  act  in  the  economy  to  see  that 
























































illusioned.	They	 now	 tend	 to	 choose	 early	 retirement.	But	 inspectors	with	
specialised	and	 local	knowledge	are	 far	 the	best	control	system	–	which	 is	
not	to	say	that	here	should	be	no	possibility	of	appeal	against	their	decisions,	
for	even	they	must	have	 their	power	 limited.	 I	have	never	understood	why	

















is	 changing	 faster	 than	ever	before,	our	 educational	 institutions,	which	are	






















There	have	been	 about	 70	 subject	 areas	 to	 be	 assessed,	 each	by	boards	of	
about	 ten	 assessors.	 The	 assessors	 have	 been	 chosen,	 very	 reasonably,	 by	
polls	of	colleagues	who	have	been	asked	 to	choose	 the	best	 researchers	 in	































Hospitals	 are	 for	 care	 of	 the	 sick,	 orchestras	 for	 playing	music,	 and	 they	
should	 be	 used	 for	 those	 goals,	 entrusted	 to	 the	 professionals	who	 under-
stand	them,	and	only	judged	by	how	well	they	fulfil	them.	Universities	are	
for  truth:  to promote  its pursuit  (curiosity) and encourage  its use under all 
circumstances.
Do	we	need	 institutions	committed	 to	 truth?	Just	 think	of	 the	many	places	
where	there	have	been	or	are	none,	the	countries	ruled	by	Hitler	and	Stalin.	
Britain	gave	to	the	world,	through	its	Parliament,	the	concept	of	Her	Majes-

































































































systematic  and  explicit  efforts  to  eradicate 
anti-intellectualism	among	its	students.	How	
deeply	ingrained	such	attitudes	are!
6
Oxford,	an	extreme	case,	traditionally	exami-
nes even less: there are no formal exams in the 
second year of the 3-year BA course. There is 
plenty	of	 informal	feedback	from	tutors,	but	
the	idea	is,	or	used	to	be,	that	students	should	
take some responsibility for pacing themsel-
ves	and	monitoring	their	own	progress,	rather	
than being nannied like small children.
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R.	F.	Gombrich,	Why	Has	British	Education	
Gone	So	Wrong	…37
My	main	message	is	 that	educational	reform	is	urgent,	but	all	 reform	must	
be	done	by	piecemeal	engineering,	not	by	imposing	some	grand	new	theory	
across the board. I’d apply that even to the abolition of exams. Let us start by 
abolishing	some	of	them,	and	monitor	the	effects,	especially	the	side-effects;	
that	will	probably	mean	getting	more	professional	bodies	and	employers	to	do	
their	own	examining.	Should	we	choose	this	path,	it	is	not	impossible	–	let	me	
try	to	conclude	on	an	optimistic	note	–	that	in	a	generation	we	may	restore	to	
young people some genuine enthusiasm for learning.
London, September 2008
